Introduction: Cultural Symbols and Material Culture
National monuments are usually deliberately constructed as powerful symbols of national glory and national identity. The National Monument (Monumen Nasional or Monas), a tower on Freedom Square in Jakarta 2 , Soldiers storming up a hill to plant a flag in Kuala Lumpur, or the Brandenburger Tor in Berlin topped by the carriage of the goddess of victory are exhibits of the obvious. These symbols are made up of a multitude of signs that point to different aspects of the general message conveyed by the symbol. In these deliberately constructed symbols a certain consistency of signs can be expected. There will be chains of interrelated signs and symbols and an underlying meta-narrative (to use Lyotard's well-known concept) that gains in importance and becomes "authorised language" (Bourdieu 1991 ).
-2 -If a government decides to put up a national monument or, as the case may be, intends to build not just a university, but a national university, it can be assumed that this intention will find expression in the way the campus is laid out, the buildings are constructed and the signs and symbols are chosen 3 . Such a national building complex must therefore have a symbolic structure which intentionally provokes feelings, consciousness and behaviour of a particular kind 4 . Any object of material culture can assume a meaning beyond the obvious utilitarian purpose. They can become signs or symbols, pointing to more or less complex dimensions of the world of meaning ("Sinnprovinzen" according to Alfred Schuetz) of a particular culture. Signs are communicative devices intentionally aiming to express something, symbols are more complex.
The process of semiosis, i.e. the production of signs which (according to Saussure's semiotics) include both the signifier and the signified, is thus defined as a social process, in which actors attach meaning to objects. In turn signs provoke social actions which confirm and strengthen the meaning of the sign. Symbols often are made up of a chain of related signs and refer to complex sets of meaning and provoke feelings, raise consciousness or influence behaviour, if not immediately so possibly in the future.
Social semiotics has,because of its linguistic ancestry stressed the power of words in the social construction of reality. Language is used in defining what is right or wrong, good or evil, beautiful or ugly. But as Bourdieu has stressed the power of words is the delegated power of the spokesperson (Bourdieu 1991:107) . There is therefore "authorised language" , which determines the dicourse of politics, economics and culture. I would 3 Though the founding of UKM is analysed in detail by Mohd. Ali Kamaruddin (1981) , the symbolism of the event has not attracted his attention.
4 For a discussion of the political aspects of symbolism see Ahonen 1993.
-3 -maintain, that the style and location of buildings is also "authorised" in both the immediate sense of given a building permit, but also in terms of what is allowed to be expressed in public and what meaning is allowed to be transmitted to the observer.
The following paper is an attempt to unravel the symbolism and the universe of meaning connected with the Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM), the National University of Malaysia. It will be an exercise of "Verstehen" and of interpretation 5 and not of survey research or history. The methodology of analysis will be borrowed from social and urban semiotics, phenomenology and post-modern social theory. As usual in such endeavours there is a strong subjective element, which I hope to compensate by drawing on many years of exposure to the academic culture of Southeast Asian universities, the comparative perspective gained in longterm field research and the assistance of a fair number of helpful actors in the field under study 6 . 5 A test whether staff and students share this interpretation and whether or not the buildings, monuments and signs convey the same meaning will not be presented for the time beeing. 6 I am particularly indebted to Shamsul A.B., Sharifa Saleha and Solvay Gerke for critical comments on this paper.
-4 - Malay "bumiputra-defined identity that has priviledged bumiputra culture as the 'core' of the Malaysian national identity while recognising, if peripherally, the cultural symbols of other ethnic groups" (Shamsul 1996:426 The theme symbolised by the Malay kampung-style guard house at the university entrance is pursued further in the arrangements of buildings, roads and facilities. As a matter of fact the whole spatial plan can be interpreted as a symbol of adat, of the Malay way of life (Evers 1977) 8 .
The Semiosis of UKM
The idealtyp of Malay traditional culture and the Malay state was spatially tied to rivers and estuaries. Villages were strung along the great rivers of the Malay Peninsula or other areas of the Alam Melayu, the Malay world.
The hub of Malay Civilisation was the estuary ( kuala) and the lower part of the river (hilir), were long-distance trade and inter-island shipping originated.
Further upriver ( ulu) civilisation receded, paddy production The symbolic allusion to Malay kampung life also explains the location of the campus far from the capital city of Kuala Lumpur. A national institution with strong Malay identity could not be located, at that time anyway, in a predominately Chinese populated and culturally determined city, but had to show its roots in Malay rural culture. An alternative explanation, using a politicl economy approach could point out that land speculation was a factor in the location of the campus. Though no detailed information on this point is available, I suggest that landspeculation has probably started as soon as the location of the university and the nearby town of Bandar Baru Bangi became known. The campus, however, is located on a former forest reserve, which made it necessary to resettle the orang asli (tribal) population living in that area. The political economy of national monuments would certainly be an interesting topic to study, but in the case under scrutiny social semiotics appear to yield more satisfactory results.
-10 - 
Symbols of Modernity: Redbrick Faculties
The signification of the Malay world has, however, another dimension. UKM is, after all, no museum or theme park, but an institution of higher learning.
The faculty buildings and lecture theatres themselves are "modern", and in most cases concrete and brickwork has been used for their construction.
The bricks are red and symbolically connect UKM with the colonial past. In Britain, after all, the term "redbrick university" was invented to designate the difference between new provincial universities and the old colleges of Oxford and Cambridge
9
. Academic events like convocations, inaugural lectures and senate or faculty meetings closely follow British practises.
While the Malay language is used throughout, the procedures, the pomp and ceremony, the academic robes, and even the university crest all follow British standards. Even the curricula and the research is part of a globalised academic culture with hardly any particular reference to the 
Minor Signs and Symbols
In addition to the spatial structure of the campus and the buildings, all of which, as we have seen, exhibit meaning, there are many minor signs, icons and symbols to be found. The building of the Faculty of Islamic Studies is adorned by windows whose concrete slabs are curved in such a way to resemble Arab forms of architecture.
9 A critical reader of this paper remarked, that bricks were the cheapest and most suitable building materials that could be used for the construction of faculty buildings. Whether this assumption is true or not could not be established, but is, after all, irrelevant to the argument here. Many people have contributed to the design of the university, but I found it remarkable that eventually a semiotically meaningful construct emerged.
-12 -Eating has ritual meaning in most societies and it can be expected that the cafeteria and restaurants exhibit at least some minor symbols. As a matter of fact the main students dining hall is about the only place, where the multiethnic composition of the student body is recognised. Malay style pondok with some Islamic ornaments, a Thai and an Indian food corner, a sort of Chinese pre-cooked food counter and a Western fast food restaurant serving globalised junk food cater to students' taste and symbolise
Malaysian rather than Malay culture. The romance of Malay kampung life is, however, beautifully portrayed in a painting, adorning the wall of the cafeteria La Riz, which also depicts Swiss mountainscapes and serves colourful cakes, nasi lemak and assorted pastries. in it. Pure form represents a virtual reality devoid of immediate meaning.
-13 -Modernity, a breaking with the past is the generalised message of these new structures.
Conclusion
The National University of Malaysia was planned and built in the 1970s as an assertion of Malay identity in a new state swamped by migrants, threatened by insurgents and dwarfed by powerful neighbours. "The establishment of Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia...was an attempt to change the prevalent colonial culture into a culture more national in character. UKM emerged simultaneously with the move to strengthen the National Culture Policy which was to be based on the indigenous tradition of the region" (Hussein 1993:9) . UKM was to become symbol of national culture in the course of what Shamsul has called Malaysia's bureaucratic management of identity (Shamsul 1996:428) . This national policy has, however, priviledged "Malay bumiputra culture as the 'core' of the Malaysian national identity while recognising, if peripherally, the cultural symbols of other ethnic groups" (Shamsul 1996:426) .
Symbols are used to either create or draw on the "world of meaning", replaced by modernity as the major semiotic theme in Malaysia's domains of meaning (Evers 1996) .
10 See the study of Boyly 1993 on the semiosis of corporate culture and its consequences.
